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Transparency International (TI), a Berlin-based anti- corruption organization, released its 1998
Corruption Perception Index (CPI) ranking 85 countries on a 10-point scale. Of the Central American
countries, only Costa Rica received a middle-range score, while Honduras was ranked as one of the
most-corrupt countries.
Reactions in Central America, as elsewhere in Latin America, ranged from outraged indignation
to fatalistic acceptance. A Sept. 22 press release from TI called the study the "most comprehensive
index" it has published to date. The index "illustrates just how serious the global cancer of
corruption really is," said TI chairman Peter Eigen. "This has to change."
TI has published annual CPI results since 1995. These indexes influence lending decisions by
international aid agencies and investments by multinational corporations, said Eigen. "The 1998 CPI
is a wake-up call to political leaders and to the public at large to confront the abundant corruption
that pervades so many countries," said Eigen.
TI links lowering endemic corruption to increasing democracy, reducing poverty, and sustaining
foreign investment. All surveys used in the CPI define corruption as "misuse of public power for
private benefits." This includes bribery, kickbacks, and embezzling of public funds. The index was
based on surveys examining the degree of corruption perceived by business people, risk analysts,
and the general public. The CPI is complied from 12 intentional surveys including those conducted
by Gallup International, the Institute for Management Development, Political and Economic Risk
Consultancy, Political Risk Services International, the World Bank, and the Global Competitiveness
Survey of the World Economic Forum and Harvard Institute for International Development.
To be included in the ratings, a country has to have been included in at least three surveys.
Countries perceived to have the least corruption received higher scores on the 10-point scale. Only
one Denmark received a 10, while Austria and the US tied for 17th place with scores of 7.5. Not all
the lowest ratings went to developing countries. Of the major industrialized countries, Japan ranked
25th with 5.8 points below Botswana but ahead of Estonia. Among the Central American states,
Costa Rica ranked higher (27th) with 5.6 points than some industrialized countries such as Belgium
and the Czech Republic. ]
Among Latin American nations, Costa Rica was second only to Chile (20th). El Salvador ranked 51st
with 3.6 points; Guatemala, 59th with 3.1 points; Nicaragua, 60th with 3.0 points; and Honduras,
83rd with 1.7 points. Panama was not rated. TI says its surveys are reliable indicators of corruption,
although in countries that have recently undertaken anti-corruption measures, the results may not
have shown up yet in the CPI. Eigen said that, because of the increased sophistication of the index
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and the greater number of countries included this year 85 compared to 52 in 1997, "governments
that have sought to brush this debate aside can no longer do so, as the whole world sees how their
nations rank."

President Arzu says only "imbeciles" think Guatemala corrupt
Guatemalan President Alvaro Arzu took issue with the 1998 CPI. He said while some corruption
exists in the lower echelons of his government, neither he, his vice president, nor any of his Cabinet
need resort to corruption because they all have prosperous businesses outside government. Calling
his administration the most honest in 100 years, Arzu said anyone who claims the government is
corrupt is an "imbecile." He noted that, as president, he still lives in his own house and pays his own
electric bill.
Responding to Arzu, Ricardo Alvarado, president of the Colegio de Abogados, warned the president
that withholding evidence of a crime is a punishable offense and called on him to turn evidence
of corruption in the lower echelons of government over to the attorney general for investigation.
Roxana Salazar of the Transparency International chapter in Costa Rica said that a survey of
Guatemalans would result in even worse corruption ratings.

Data is three years old, says Honduran attorney general
Honduran Attorney General Edmundo Orellana said the Transparency International index was
based on three-year-old data and had "little credibility." "[TI] is an organism of so little credibility
that in Honduras its representative is Bishop Oscar Andres Rodriguez and not me," said Orellana.
However, according to Johan Graf Lambsdorff, director of the CPI research team, the 1988 index is
not based on data from three years ago but combines data from the past three years.
The averaging of this material reduces the impact on the final scoring of nonrepresentative events
such as a high- profile corruption case that might "affect perceptions, while not reflecting actual
levels of corruption." Orellana is on record as having denounced corruption and the justice system
in Honduras. At a conference of attorneys general in Peru last year, he said that "only the poor know
the jails." The daily newspaper La Prensa expressed another view. "We don't need international
organizations to tell us about corruption, since we experience the scourge every day on our backs,"
said the newspaper in an editorial.
Corruption leaves unmistakable traces in the sale of passports, in awarding government contracts,
and in everyday procedures in government offices, the editorial said. "The corrupter and the
corrupted abound like mushrooms after the rain."

Costa Rica remains high on least-corrupt list, but falling
Costa Rica's ranking as the second least-corrupt nation in Latin America was not all good news.
The bad news was that it slipped from 20th position in 1997 with a score of 6.4 to 27th in 1998 with
a score of 5.6. Ovidio Pacheco, leader of the governing Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC)
legislative delegation, said the decline was troubling. "We know there is a problem here, and we
can't be satisfied," Pacheco said. "We don't have such a bad international reputation," said Rolando
Araya, president of the Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN). But inside Costa Rica, judging from
the complaints of the people, the perception is different, he said.
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In Nicaragua, critics blame president
Leaders of the major political parties agreed that corruption was rampant in Nicaragua and called
upon the administration to take stronger measures to fight it. The Transparency International index
comes in the midst of a prolonged battle between President Arnoldo Aleman and Comptroller
General Agustin Jarquin (see NotiCen, 02/26/98 and 09/10/98). Victor Hugo Tinoco, leader of
the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) faction in the Nacional Assembly, accused
the president of making matters worse by attacking Jarquin for irregularities in Aleman's own
administration's handling of government funds.
Another administration critic, jurist Jose de Jesus Gonzalez, said that Aleman responded to charges
of corruption by saying it was just "petty thievery." TI recommended that governments enact
domestic anti- corruption legislation to bolster the effectiveness of the Anti-Corruption Convention
signed last December by 34 countries. [Sources: Transparency International Press Release, 09/22/98;
La Nacion (Costa Rica), CNN, 09/23/98; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 09/25/98, 09/26/98; La Prensa
(Nicaragua), La Prensa (Honduras), El Tiempo (Honduras), 09/26/98]
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